The Need to Conserve
Livestock Genetic Resources

Selected varieties of plants and animals form the foundation of
agriculture. Domesticated animals have provided people with
food, fiber, transport, and draft power for thousands of years,
and during the past 200 years, they have been modified by selective
breeding to serve better the changing needs of humanity. Genetic
diversity within agricultural species is important as expanding hu-
man populations seek to improve their standards of living and place
greater demands on natural resources. New technologies that ma-
nipulate animal physiology and environment have substantially en-
hanced livestock production, particularly in the latter half of this
century, to meet food and other economic demands.

As a result of modern changes and improvements, however, the
genetic diversity of some species may be declining. Symptomatic of
that decline is the increased reliance on animals of a single breed or
type for commercial production at the expense of other recognized
types. If genetic diversity is significantly reduced, it may limit future
options for improving livestock populations or for modifying them
to meet unforeseeable needs.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF ANIMAL AGRICULTURE

Domestication of livestock began about 11,000 years ago, follow-
ing the rise of grain cultivation (Hodges, 1990a; Willham, 1982). As
the security of plant-based food supplies increased, people adopted a
more settled life-style in small communities. However, decreased
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